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"I believe that God gave us the gift of sexuality so that we might express with our bodies the love that's in our hearts," Episcopalian Bishop-elect Gene Robinson of New Hampshire USA reportedly announced to his fellow bishops. "I just need to tell you that I experience that with my partner [Mark Andrew]. ……. in my relationship with my partner, I am able to express the deep love that's in my heart, and in his unfailing and unquestioning love of me, I experience just a little bit of the kind of never-ending, never-failing love that God has for me. So it's sacramental for me."

The Anglican Church has officially only two "Sacraments ordained of Christ." Canon Robinson finds gay sex  now presumably comparable with Baptism and the Lord's Supper, through which one experiences "God's good will towards us" and "by which He doth work invisibly in us." Is it really God’s Spirit working invisibly in Gene Robinson during his “lovemaking” with his partner, or is it another, less savoury spirit? Has a sacrament become “whatever turns you on”?

Canon Robinson, now aged 56, took the difficult decision to leave his wife because he felt that God wanted him to acknowledge his sexuality. When asked, "What risks have you taken for the Gospel?" he replied, "Risking the loss of my children and the exercise of my ordained ministry in the Church was the biggest risk I've ever taken, but it left me with two unshakable things: my integrity and my God.”

This scandal has plunged Anglicanism into a new crisis, only a fortnight after the Jeffrey John furore. It concerns not especially Gene Robinson’s sexual orientation. It is more precisely that he is determined to practice and preach its physical expression as normalcy, and that a substantial majority of the Anglican church in the USA supports him in this. Otherwise they wouldn’t have elected him. 

"No one bishop can represent the full unity of the church," he has opined. [At this juncture Catholics might point to Rome]. "The corporate symbol of the episcopate becomes a fuller symbol when someone gay or lesbian is in those ranks."

Additionally, the liberal wing of the American Church has received the amber light to proceed with local innovations in the blessing of gay "marriages."

Anglicans already disagree on whether abortion is a moral choice, whether dioceses should be forced to open their ordination processes to women, or whether faithful gay and lesbian relationships should be celebrated and not just tolerated. Will the “gay bishop” issue at last stretch Anglican elasticity to snapping point? Will the much exercised Anglican genius for “comprehensiveness,” “listening” and “holding mutually contradictory positions in tension” finally break down?

Dr Rowan Williams has demonstrated the British penchant for understatement by predicting "difficult days ahead." Indeed, in late October Gene Robinson will fly to Manchester as the keynote speaker at Halfway to Lambeth, the annual conference of the Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement. A highly provocative move. Did not St Paul say something about abstaining even from things one considers legitimate, for the sake of one’s weaker brethren with tender consciences?

The Archbishop of Canterbury has summoned an emergency meeting of the 38 Primates of the Anglican communion on October 15-16. He is in an impossible situation. African and Asian bishops are already breaking communion with the American Episcopalian Church  (ECUSA). Yet the American province is the wealthiest of all: dioceses such as Liberia are almost entirely dependent on its support.

A quarter of the bishops of ECUSA - leading evangelicals and Anglo-Catholic traditionalists -  boycotted its General Convention in protest at Gene Robinson’s endorsement as its first actively homosexual bishop. Last Sunday, traditionalist and evangelical Episcopalians were being urged either to wear black armbands to church this Sunday, or to attend another denomination. 
The Third World Anglicans want to remain in communion with this traditionalist minority, while forcing the pro-gay bishops into schism. A likely scenario is two parallel jurisdictions, with Canterbury trying tolerantly to remain in union with both – O res mirabile! In England, one cynic commented that it is not so much “one Lord, one faith, one baptism,” which keeps the Ecclesia Anglicana together, but one clergy pension fund.

Nevertheless, the African primates are now in the mood to seek a wholesale “re-alignment,” threatening the Church of England’s position as the mother church of the Anglican Communion.  Already the 2008 Lambeth Conference, the ten-yearly meeting of all 800 Anglican bishops, has been moved from England to South Africa. 

One senior African cleric pointed out: “We don’t need to go through Canterbury to get to Jesus.” “The West has nearly all the money but few people. The South has all the people but very little money. If Africa gets some money, then we could see the centre of Anglicanism relocating from Canterbury to Lagos.” 

The Primate of Nigeria, the Most Rev Peter Akinola, said  the election of Gene Robinson is a Satanic attack on God's church: “As things stand, a clear choice has been made for a Church that exists primarily in allegiance to the unbiblical departures and waywardness of our generation, a Church that enthrones the will of men over and above the authority of God and His revealed and written Word.” “Such a Church is bound to become a shrine for the worship of men rather than God. We cannot go on limping between two opinions.” 

The Nigerian Church has already severed relations with the New Westminster Diocese in British Columbia for its blessing of same-sex relationships. The Archbishops of Kenya and Sydney consider that ECUSA has gone into schism by its own actions. 

Both the Jeffrey John nomination and the election of Gene Robinson have done lasting ecumenical damage. The faint hope of any corporate Catholic-Anglican reunion has turned out to be a mirage, disappearing upon an ever-receding horizon. Some would say it was already dead in the water: Stand by to witness the advanced disintegration of Anglicanism. Put out the lifeboats, and prepare to welcome aboard the barque of Peter the many good, sincere, Bible-believing Anglicans, for whom this latest aberration is the last straw. It would be churlish, indeed sinful of us, to stint the help we afford these troubled souls, lest we “rock the boat” ecumenically. That boat capsized years ago.

The ARCIC discussions never made much progress on moral questions. It is easier to agree about dogma – the Incarnation and Redemption  - what God has done for us. 

Morals, however, concerns our response to God: how we are to live the life which pleases Him and grow to our full stature as sons and daughters of the Father. As fallen human beings, we instinctively dislike the Cross, we avoid personal sacrifice, we are tempted to take the broad, easy, path which leads to perdition.

It is to be expected therefore, that it is in the area of morals – not dogma - that many Catholics dissent from Church teaching and imperil their salvation. In a pagan society, this is the crunch point. Denominations separated from Rome, established not upon the Rock, but carried along on the tide of secular thought, are abandoning Sacred Scripture more and more.

At the Reformation, Anglicanism abandoned the Catholic Magisterium. When it ordained women to the priesthood and episcopacy, it abandoned 2000 years of Tradition. Now ordaining practising homosexuals to the priesthood and episcopacy, it has abandoned Sacred Scripture too. 

The Gene Robinson affair highlights the clash between two incompatible views of Christianity. Historic objective Christianity is held by Catholicism, Orthodoxy, traditional Anglicans and evangelical Protestants. It is based on an objective Revelation in the Scriptures and Tradition. The Word of God is divinely inspired. It may be analysed using all the tools of scholarship, but ultimately it must be expounded in harmony with the Tradition and obeyed.

Opposed to this objectivist position is subjectivist liberal Christianity. This shares the Enlightenment's profound trust in human reason.  Its evolutionary mentality assumes that the present is wiser than the past. The world has the wisdom, and in order to survive, the church must catch-up intellectually in each generation. 

Scripture and tradition are only relative to the Church’s evolving insights, which must accommodate the development of society. The Holy Spirit helps us see where Bible doctrine was limited by ancient cultures, and how it now needs correction in the light of modern experience e,g, with regard to same-sex unions.

In objective Christianity, Scripture and Tradition (for Catholics, interpreted by the Magisterium) are normative. For the subjectivists, the tradition is not definitive. The last word is what their own minds come up with, as they seek to make Bible teaching match the wisdom of the world. For them, the doctrinal and moral teaching of Scripture is never final.

These irreconcilable views of Christianity are engaged in a fight to the death: the war has broken out once again in Anglicanism, and may tear it asunder. Lest we Catholics be complacent, are not large sections of our western Church in dissent from Rome on moral questions, and practically in material schism?

